THE   CRUSADE   OF   THE   SNOWS
He summoned the Emperor, who turned his glass on
the dust clouds with the exclamation: 'At last I have
them!' And so it seemed that-Russia was about to yield
her burden of inscrutability. For some way ahead the
ground "was flat and -without cover, 'which Napoleon
attempted to utilize by forming Ney's corps, together
with the ist and 4th, in a line of defence which would
entail a Russian advance over the levels.
But the attack was not to be hurried. It stopped short
at the river crossings, although the French sent bodies of
light troops down to the bank as a bait for skirmishers.
The sun reddened and sank, but Napoleon still trusted
to come to grips on the morrow. Ney thought other-
wise, however, and expressed his opinion at a council
in the Emperor's tent. If the Russians had meant to
fight, they -would have done so without delaying. And
at dawn, when the cavalry patrols pushed forward, his
judgment was verified. For the Russian columns were
trailing out of Smolensk into the endless east. The Grey
Spectre was still potent.
It influenced Napoleon, whose rage and disappoint-
ment drove him on to attack the partly vacated thorough-
fares. Ney led the advance under cover of a fierce
bombardment, but before an entry could be gained the
suburbs had been fired by the retreating army, and the
blaze was spreading. The 3rd Corps was played upon
by a ruddy reflection as it mounted the incline, silent and
cautious, gripped by the intangible menace of ruined
streets. Once beyond the rampart they struggled to
quench the flames, but little more than a shell remained
of Smolensk. It was the i8th of August, and prophetic
insight might have found in that limit of ruinous con-
quest a symbol of the whole fantastic invasion.
But Napoleon's vision was bent upon the image oi
Moscow. It was a fascination more fatal than a military
design, pure and simple, as Ney discovered when he
spoke in favour of halting. It was no matter that ar
occasional man had become barefoot already. The goa
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